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Empty Screen Lament 
. by Greg Cox 


a, 
J was a dedicated—no, make that 
Janatical—science fiction fan. | 
really was. Nowadays, I’m not mitch of 
anything. But I was a real science 
fiction fan and, in a way, that explains 
everything that’s happened to me. 

It all began back in 1980, the day 
The Enzpire Strikes Back opened at the 
Cinema Deluxe. Some friends and I 
were shating a booth at Pizza Haven. 
We'd just seen Enepire for the first 
time, and were seeking sustenance 
before going to see it again. 

I happened to be dressed as a 
Wookiee at the time. 

Really! 

Granted, I was only five-foot-six, but 
otherwise I had everything a walking» 
shag carpet ought to have: fangs, fur, 
fleas... . Certainly the disguise was 
good enough to freak out the crowd at 
Pizza Haven. Racquel Welch couldn't 
have produced as many wide-eyed 
states. * ; 

Don’t get me wrong, though: I 


didn’t usually do that sort of thing: I “* 


was peffectly, capable of curbing’ my 
more mischievous -urges most of the 
time. But on that particular night we 
were all in a-giddy, celebratory mood. 
Sanity be damned: it was Empire 
night! 

I growled at-the waitress as she took 
our order; I scratched my fur-covered 
skull. The poor girl refused to look 
directly at me, but she. dropped her ™ 
pencil, twice anyway. 

It was 4 lot of fun. 

“You. tealizé, of course,” Eric said 
after the waitress had ‘eft the table, 
“that the sequel won't be here for three 
years.” 

We all groaned appropriately. 

“I don’t care,” George announted in 
his most dramatic tones, “Nothing 
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short of.an untimely death is going to’ 
keep me from’ seeing Jedi when it 
comes out.” 
Naturally, I had to do George one 
better. 
“T don’t know about you,” I said, 
“but not even death would do it to ne! 
I'm not departing this world until I see 
that movie, even if I have to haunt the 
Deluxe until the day it shows!” 
Ten secénds later, the jukebox 
exploded. 
“I know it'was the jukebox, because I 
distinctly remerhber seeing’ the records 
come flying at my head. After‘that, my 
memories get a lot hazier, but I dimly 
recall hearing the sound of laughter a 
few tioments affer I died. 
That’s right.'I died. 
I really should have seen it coming, 
too. I was twenty years old, and I'd had 
my mid-life.crisis at the age of ten. 
Later—I don’t know how much later 
~—I found. myself here. 
“Here” is the Cinema Deluxe, the 
only decent theater in town. It was a 
venerable institution, and it had just 
acquired one genuine, bona fide ghost: 
_Me. Oh, I admit that I was a,bit con- 
fused for a while, but I figured gut the 
situation soon eHough: -I was dead, i 
swas heré, and.I wasn’t going to be leay- 
ing right away. I wouldn’t be departing 
this wotld until I'd seen Return of the 
Jedi: ’ ; . 

That's what I'd said, all right. 

Me and my‘ big mouth. 

Once the initial shock was overcome 
(“Dead? Dead!”), I wasn’t too upset 
about my new condition. After all, I 
told myself, thihgs could be worse. I 
had no idea‘what usually happens to 
the Dear Departed, and I was in no ter- 
rible hurry to find out. Suppose I were 
feincarnated “as a pet rock? Being a 
ghost, I decided, probably wasn’t so 
bad. 

Question: What do Hamlet's father 


and Casper the friendly ghost have in 
common? 

Answet: Not one hell of a lot. 

In other words, I suppose I ought‘ to 
explain what “being d@ ghost” actually 
entails. There have been a lot of books 
wiitten’ én the subject, but most of 
thent''are misl¥ading, inconsistent, and 
generally inaccurate. Which isn’t very 
surprising, considering that most 
writérs ‘do their writing before they 
become posthumous. Thus, it-is clearly 
necessary to separate-truth from myth. 

I am happy to announce that I am 
ndt an insubstantiat and impotent 
wraith. On the ‘other hahd,. despite 
what the comics may suggest, a ghost’s 
powets ate definitely limited. 

I would love-to know how that feHow 
in Amityville managed to make all that 
black slime come pouring out of the 
walls. I tried that stunt once, just for 
fun, and struck out totally. Not even a 
dropof Jell,O. 

‘Basically, my relationship to the 
physical world—the world of inanimate 
‘objtcys—was unchanged by-my unfor- 
tunate demise. I could not walk 
through walls, the-red velvet seats of 
the Cinema Deluxe were as bouncy as 
ever, and the bubblegum under them 
was just as sticky. As far as-I was con- 
cerned, I still looked and felt as I always 
had. 

You may believe a ghost can fly. I 
know better., 

However, my relationship to the liv- 
ing was a bit more peculiar. I quickly 
discovered that “real” peoplé—flesh- 
and-blood, people—could not con- 
sciously perceive me in any way. When 
I tried to talk to George or Eric or that 
Pretty girl at the snack bar,‘they didn’t 
tespond. They stared right through me 
as ‘if I weren’t there. Everyone’ did. 

But let me emphasize the word “con- 
sciously.” It took me a while, but I 
fealized eventually that George and 
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Eric and the rest were pot entirely 
* unaware of my efforts. If I talked to my 
-friends long enough, I’d hear my name 

pop up in their conversation. If I 

serenaded the girl at the snack bar, she 
F would eventually start humming along, 
%, the living only ‘in the realm of*the 
unconscious mind., I| was unseen, 

unheard, and unfelt by mortal ‘men 


and women except ina subliminal sort’ 


tof way. 1 couldn’t communicate, directly 
swith’ the patrons and personnel of the 
Cinema’ Deluxe’,.but I was responsible 
for’ Some “ihexplicable” thuckles? 


shivers, and:an occasional Itlarriagt pro: 


posal. 


In novels and movies, dogs and cats’ 


are traditionally vety Sensitive to 
ghostly goings-on. I've wondered if this 
might be because their, minds operate 
less on the conscious level, but the 
theory has never been tested; dogs and 
cats are not allowed to enter the 
Cinema Deluxe. Ghosts, as I've said, 
have their limits, and here's one of 
mine: I can’t leave this stupid theater. 

Actually, at first, this restriction 
didn’t bother me very much. Haunting 
the theater wasn’t a bad “life.” I 
watched the movies, stole “paperbacks 
from the -projectionist,..and) munched 
popcorn (a ghost probably can‘c starve 
to death, but food zs addietive, and the 
stuff still tasted good). It wasn’t an 
exciting existence, but it was sort of 
relaxing. All the day-to-day. hassles of 
living, were gone: There were no more 
problems with: school, money, : family, 
ot jobs. The energy ‘crisis and draft 
registration didn’t worry me at all. 
Nothing did. “No.man is.happy 'til his 
death,,’ Ovid had said. Perhaps. he 
knew what he was talking about: Being 
dead, I concluded, was the ne way to 
liye, , . 

A few-monthgs later, 4 wasn't so-sure. 

Something was wrong. The velvety 
séats were as comfortable as,ever, but it 
was hard to stay put ia one place. I 
wandered aimlessly about, tensé, rest- 
less. Something was wrong. My 
thoughts, my placid serenity, were 
being polluted. Strange feelings were 
surfacing. Boredom. Loneliness. 
Desperation? For God's sake, can you 
imagine what it’s like to, sit through 
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denies sof The Black Hole several 
hundred times? IJ even began to miss 
the hassles of living—no, make that 
Living. 

I felt like an idiot. It was all stupid 
nostalgia, right? The grass a/ways Woks 
greener on the othier side. There was 
nothing to get uptight about, not 
really. * 

And yet...’ 

‘One day, it*began. I remeniber the 
moment vividly: It was Halfway 
through the Sunday matinee of Gésax- 
ina.,.he customers were all dripping as 





they carne in, so it must have been rain- 
ing, though I couldn’t see the storm. I 
hadn't seen any sort of weather for 
months, not “since that dirty jukebox 


had blown up. I'd seen Galaxina, 
though. Thirty-seven times. 


Oh, God, give me-fire and brimstone 


any: day!. . 

Linda, the‘prétty one, was working 
the. popcorn machine» I stood nearby, 
talking to her. I’d:been chattering.away 
for over an hour-as. if ‘she’ could .hear 
me. I'd been doing that¥a lot, lately. 
Neves.with customers, though. I think 
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I felt like oné of the‘staff. 

Anyway, there I was, talking with— 
talkingse¢—Linda. She wasn’t listening. 
She was too Busy with this one pain-in- 
the-neck movjegoer, a bald guy with a 
business suit.” ” 

“There's too ,mych butter on my 

popcorn!” Ke said for the‘second time. 
_ Linda triéd to apologize. 
* “Not even real butter!” he con- 
tinued. “You know what this yellow 
goo. is? Junk, that’s. what! Slimy,.arti- 
ficial jank!” 

“Shut up!” I snapped. “Leave us 
alone.” 

The: bald guy didn't hear me. He 
kept on griping. 

“Don’t listen to this jerk, Linda,” I 
pleaded. “Don't listen.” 

She didn’t hear me. She never did. 

"Junk!" the other guy said. 

I staredvat him. I ‘looked at Linda. 1 
looked at the huge cardboard bucket of 
popcorn in Baldie’s arms. 

I smiled. Why the hell not? 

“A moment later, popcorn—and lots 
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of slimy yellow goo—was covering 
Baldie’s feet. He gazed, horrified, at his 
once-black shoes. What a mess! “Some- 
thing” had punched a hole in the bot- 
tom of the: bucket. 

Linda's mouth was hanging open. I 
started laughing. I'xouldn!t,stop. God, 
that had felt good. 

Suddenly, dozens of mischievous 
possibilities filled my ghostly mind. 
The boredom and the unease seemed 
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to vanish. If I 4a@to-haunt this place} I 
thought, I might as well haunt it right. 
I-was entitled to a little fun, wasn’t I? 
Sure I-was. ‘ 

Long live the’ Phantdém. of the 
Cinerha*Deluxe! y , 

‘Once I''got started, “I kept prétty 
busy. Things became’somewhat bizarre 
at the Cinema Deluxe. Huge amounts 
of food disappeared (déwn thestoilets). 
Totipees «and ther objécts soared: 
through the air’ (as if thrown). The 
house lights went off and‘ on at the 
darnedest times (despite ‘all the guards 
at the fuse box). Weird obscenities 
were wfitten daily oh the scréen (by an 
unknown ‘hand). “ : 

No one knew who I}.wwas, but they 
sure as hell couldn't ignore me: any- 
more. I spend a lot of time daughing. 


¥ 
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My Reign of Terror’ended yesterday. 
I don’t think I'll be laughing: much. 
anymore. Flesh-and-blood moviegoers, 
it s¢ems, do not appreciate my sense of 
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company; I think shis ghost, at least, is 
going,to be here for a long, long time. 
May the Force—or Anything—be 


with me!, 


humor. Haunted theaters, it appéars, 

do not draw large audiences. The 

Cinema Deluxe has gone out of busi- 

ness. te : 
I wish I could.: 

I'm sitting heve now, staring at ‘ari 


empty’ screen, Saiace: to ste ‘a movie 
that will probably be shown ‘everywhere’ 
but here. 

If you know anyone who wants to see 
‘Return of the feds as much as I ‘did,’ 
why not send him here? I could use the 
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